The development of Welsh medium early years' education has been a story of singular success over the last century. With the establishment of the National Assembly in 2000, Wales further forged its own vision for its young children. One of its first priorities, for example, was the Foundation Phase with its radical approach. This paper offers an overview of the historic development of nursery education in Wales, before and post devolution. Welsh language and Wales policies are set in the context of wider influences. Focus will be on Welsh language provision, highlighting the role of Mudiad Meithrin in the language revitalisation process. This paper will consider issues, research and theory relating to early bilingualism and will review approaches to immersion methodology.
Steiner movement and the Montessori schools, were becoming more confidently argued. This included a growing awareness and understanding of the importance of play in children's development and learning. Isaacs' pioneering work on the psycho-social importance of play and its significance lead to her status as an influential advocate of play as children's work (Isaacs 1930; Moyles 1994) .
A number of independent reports were published at the start of the 1990, such as Starting with Quality (DES 1990) and Start Right (Ball 1994) and research from, for example, the High/Scope Perry Preschool Study (Schweinhart and Weikart 1993) resulted in evidence pointing to the need for specific educational provision for children under five. This evidence became too substantial to ignore. There was also an increasing awareness of the importance of ensuring young children's care and well-being within what was often viewed as 'educational' provision. For a time, the term 'educare' was commonly used to ensure that the balance between education/teaching and caring discourses was maintained in provision for young children.
Te Whāriki, the Aotearoa-New Zealand early years' curriculum (Carr and May 1993; Smith 1993 ), Bredekamp's ideas outlined in Developmentally Appropriate Practice (1986) together with the emerging appreciation of practice and philosophy underpinning the Reggio Emilia approach to early learning in Italy (Katz 1990; Edwards et al. 1993 ) became influential in Wales. Bruner (1915 Bruner ( -2016 and his psychological theories on the role of the adult as scaffolder of learning and the reinforcing of this thinking by others such as Athey's work on schematic learning (1990) and Moyles on play (1994) underpinned the policy developments with emerging discourses on early learning.
One of the most influential projects on understanding early childhood learning was the

Effective Provision of Pre-School Education project (EPPE). This ambitious longtitudinal UK
government funded project assessed the learning and development of children 3-7 years focussing on two particular areas: firstly, family characteristics and individual children and secondly, different types of early years' provision and the impact of these on children's attainment. EPPE, together with the further development of understanding of the significance of psycho-educational theories, became influential on early years practice. It became evident, for example, that certain types of early childhood provision were more effective than others and that the most effective integrated care and education. Additionally, it was becoming evident that high quality provision was marked by warm relationships between adults and Early years' provision for young children in Wales: history, challenges, and the Welsh language children and that the qualification levels of staff were an influential factor in quality. EPPE impacted on the conceptual vocabulary of early childhood, for example 'sustained shared thinking' became common parlance to describe the complex and intricate processes of childadult dialogue:
Sustained shared thinking' occurs when two or more individuals 'work together' in an intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate an activity, extend a narrative etc. (Sylva et al. 2004, p. 6.) Faced with the mounting evidence supporting public investment in early childhood education, the UK government announced the implementation of a voucher system for the 'purchase' of approved provision and so It was a radically different document and received a considerably warmer reception than that of the England document. David noted the differences between the two documents:
What are we to make of the stark contrast in the approach reflected in the two sets of documentation? Is it that national expectations, in other words, the constructions of childhood are different … It would seem that being under five in England is to be less joyful, less celebrated, less imaginative, less romantic, more prescribed, more rigid … than in Wales. (David 1998, p. 61) One of the differences was that children in Wales, in provision approved for vouchers and The implication here is that knowledge of childhood development, understanding of children's learning processes and observation skills are more influential factors than the number of adults in the provision. When the Foundation Phase was officially launched, the Minister for Education noted that its aim was 'to help children to learn how to learn; to develop thinking skills; and nurture positive attitudes towards lifelong learning' (WAG 2003a, p.12) . This was an acknowledgement of the need for a workforce capable of adapting to new forms of working and that could take their 'thinking skills and positive attitudes' with them to new work.
Central to this new curricular approach is 'personal and social development and well-being'
with its implicit emphasis on developing self-confidence, flexibility and resilience. These later became the basis for the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 which (Donaldson 2015) , include a curriculum framework that models areas of learning outlined in the Foundation Phase. The influence of the Foundation Phase, therefore, will be seen throughout the school curriculum in Wales.
Welsh medium education and the development of Mudiad Meithrin
During the last century, Welsh medium nursery education came to be seen as a key vehicle in both promoting the language and in its preservation (Phillips 1997; Williams 2002 (Stevens, 1996) . Mudiad Ysgolion Meithrin (the Association of Welsh medium playgroups) was established in 1971 to create that united front.
From the first, the Mudiad (as it was commonly called) was careful to include early years' practitioners and trainers in its planning and was an early proponent of the key role of play in second language acquisition. Mudiad initially saw itself as a temporary lobbying group, as did government in its white paper Education: A Framework for Expansion (DES 1972) .
One interesting point which emerged from Mudiad's funding submissions was that government was not happy with the use of ysgolion (schools) and ysgol feithrin (nursery 
Early bilingualism
There The case for bilingualism is rigorous (Cummins 1979 : Baker 2008 : Bialystok 2001 and, in Wales, it has been popularised in a series of publications for parents and families (Siencyn 1989 (Siencyn , 1993 Mudiad Meithrin 2018 Although he refers to bilingual education, it could be advanced that there are some clear links between bilingual education and bilingual children.
Since 1980, there has been an increase in the numbers of studies relating to young children's Welsh language development. Much of this work has centrerd on descriptions of children's language within linguistics frameworks (Jones 1994 (Jones , 2004 (Jones , 2009 the bilingual brain. This is the field (often challenging for non-scientists) of influential pioneers such as Penfield and Roberts (1959) and Lenneberg (1967) relating to the critical age hypothesis. Evidence relating to the plasticity of the brain and understanding of the pathology of the brain is central to the critical age hypothesis. Over-reliance on neurological evidence has been contested by Penn (2005) and others who highlight the impact of sociocultural influences. The critical age hypothesis is also contested. Bialystok (1991) maintains, as would those involved in Cymraeg i Oedolion (Welsh for Adults), that it is perfectly feasible for older children and adults to learn a second (third and fourth) language to a high level of fluency. Kuhl (2008) argues that processes of first language development and second language development are similar, particularly in relation to the acquisition of phonology:
Phonetic development follows the same principles for two languages that it does a single language. Bilingual infants learn through the exaggerated acoustic cues provided by infant-directed speech ... as do monolingual infants. (Kuhl 2008, p. 232) Another area of scholarly research which has focussed on early years' bilingualism is linguistics and language studies. Studies have described young children's bilingualism in the context of phonetics, phonology, semantics, morphology and syntax. Ervin Tripp (1973) , for example, offers an insight into the bi-naming behaviours of Spanish-English bilingual children in the USA. These types of studies collate samples of bilingual children's language, Early years' provision for young children in Wales: history, challenges, and the Welsh language mainly concentrating on specific elements such as relative clauses in Spanish-Japanese bilingual children (Flynn 1989) , pronoun systems in English-Welsh bilingual children (Siencyn 1985) , and gender naming in Welsh-English bilingual children (Thomas 2007 ).
More recently, there has been an interesting merge of linguistics and psycholinguistics and bilingual acquisition processes (Meisel 2007; Goldberg et al. 2008; Rhys and Thomas 2013; Binks and Thomas 2016) .
When discussing bilingual education, Baker (2006, p. 1) governments. In this model, it is evident that Welsh government policies (indeed the existence of the Welsh government itself is an ecological factor) relating to the Welsh language and bilingualism, together with policies relating to young children are key factors.
The Immersion Method
From the outset, one of the key factors in Mudiad's success was its commitment to the immersion method of second language acquisition. It has provided its own training for cylchoedd staff in immersion methodology which were, the main, a simple set of principles and common practices relating to immersion: Two fundamental principles underpin the success of the immersion methodology: firstly that adults speak to children in distinctive linguistic registers and styles; and secondly, that children are adept at the acquisition of language/s.
The language register of adults to babies and young children, often referred to as motherese or child-directed speech is dominated by prosodic cues and other linguistic features (Snow 1977; Trevarthen 1979; Mehler et al. 1988; Saxton 2008) . These features include: repetition and recasting, emphatic and exaggerated articulation, visual clues (naming, pointing and exhibiting) and contracted speech units.
The contention that babies and young children are adept language acquirers is well established in both the theoretic and research evidence (Chomsky 1957; Aitchison 1976; Fletcher and MacWhinney 2007) . The immersion philosophy is rooted in the link between young children's acquisition skills and adult input. Undocumented observational evidence suggests that adults using Welsh in the cylchoedd demonstrate the same range of linguistic It is axiomatic to note the importance of exposure to language as essential to its acquisition (Siencyn 1982; Singleton and Lengyel 1995; Muñoz 2013 this, so that children can hear more spoken Welsh. However, this approach does not secure sustained progress in learning. (Estyn 2015, p. 9) Another issue Mudiad has faced from the outset is the challenge of accommodating language stimulation for Welsh first language speakers whilst also enabling the development of the language of children from non-Welsh speaking homes. Although Lewis and Gareth (2004) applaud Mudiad's general success in this area, Hickey and Lewis (2013) In mixed preschool classes, it has been shown that there can be a tendency for teachers to focus on the needs of L2 learners at the expense of children who already have some knowledge of the target language ... In addition to the opportunity to support and enrich their language development, L1 children also need support to develop their skills in order to prevent marginalisation and low self-esteem.
It would appear that there is no easy resolution of these challenges nor one simple solution that is suitable for all variations of language environments.
Types of early bilingualism
Following his study of the bilingual development of his own daughter, Leopold (1939) introduced the term 'simultaneous bilingualism' to describe the processes of a child acquiring two languages from birth. Harley (1986) refers to this as 'bilingualism as a first language'. Cummins (1990) maintains that simultaneous bilingual children acquire both languages through the same processes as children acquiring only one of the two languages. However, factors such as which parent speaks which language to the child, which parent is the primary caregiver, language status and prestige in the wider community are significant variables.
Following the success of Mudiad's activism and the language policies of some local education authorities, Wales came to promote 'sequential bilingualism' (Arnberg 1987;  Early years' provision for young children in Wales: history, challenges, and the Welsh language Castilla et al. 2009 ). This is when young children who have already established exposure to one language begin the process of acquiring a second language, around 2-3 years.
Advocates on behalf of bilingual education and bilingualism as a positive aspiration for young children (Baker 2006 (Baker , 2008 
Conclusion
The last decades have provided significant evidence in favour of quality early years' care and education. The same period has simultaneously highlighted the importance of appropriate pedagogy and the nature of early childhood bilingualism. This has been reflected in government policies and strategies, pre-and post-devolution, relating to both the Welsh language and to early childhood services. The Welsh government's programme for governing Wales Forward 2016 -2021 (WG 2017b , for example, includes the intention to 'create the most generous childcare offer anywhere in the UK: 30 hours free childcare a week for working parents of three and four year olds, 48 weeks of the year'.
Taking
This goal will require a substantial increase in the number of appropriately qualified staff, training, suitable settings and so on in order to meet the requirements of Social Care Wales which regulates the sector. Government acknowledged this when launching Progress for Success ESF programme (WG 2016) , stating that, currently, many childcare workers in Wales do not have appropriate qualifications. In light of the current political landscape in the UK, it is ironic to note that £4.2 million funding for this programme comes from the European Union.
Early years' provision for young children in Wales: history, challenges, and the Welsh language
The link between policies relating to increasing early childhood provision, improving the baseline qualifications of entry to childcare staff, and promoting the Welsh language in order to ensure the million speakers target, is evident. Mudiad Meithrin has been charged, by government, with establishing an additional 40 cylchoedd by 2021 (WG 2016b) . These cylchoedd will be required to conform to the care standards and ensure appropriately qualified staff. This is a substantial challenge for a third sector organisation already facing social and economic challenges in a time of austerity and wider political uncertainty.
However, Mudiad is moving rapidly, with a new programme of expansion under the Clybiau Cwtch brand and Cam wrth Gam its well established training and qualifications division.
Wales faces a number of wide-reaching challenges, many of their consequences are not yet fully understood. Leaving the European Union will, it is generally agreed, impact on agriculture, for example, and farming communities have, over generations, been a crucial social mainstay for the Welsh language. Economic austerity, political uncertainties, together with the failure to deal effectively with poverty will impact on children's lives in Wales in the next few years. These are testing times.
